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On March 11, the Foreign Relations Commission of the Chilean Senate approved the Campos de
Hielo Sur Treaty, which would end the last remaining border dispute between Chile and Argentina.
The vote by the Senate commission coincides with the decision by the same commission in the
Argentine legislature earlier this year to approve the treaty.
While the treaty must still be passed by the full Congress in both countries, the commission vote
was a key hurdle to overcome, improving the likelihood of final ratification of the treaty. Chilean
Foreign Relations Minister Jose Miguel Insulza expressed his satisfaction at the commission vote.
"Naturally, I am pleased," said Insulza. "The Ministry sent the project to Congress in 1991 and this
administration has tried on several occasions to move it forward. It was time to make the decision."
During the years when both countries were ruled by military dictatorships, border disputes
frequently brought them to the brink of war. On one occasion, Vatican intervention to mediate the
dispute regarding the Canal de Beagle, in the extreme southern end of the continent, avoided an
armed conflict between the two countries. Treaty calls for equitable distribution of disputed territory
The Campos de Hielo treaty was first signed in 1991 by Argentine President Carlos Saul Menem
and then president Patricio Aylwin of Chile, during the time when regional integration was gaining
acceptance throughout the region.
At the same time, Menem and Aylwin resolved 22 other border disputes and agreed to submit
the conflict concerning the Laguna del Desierto to international arbitration, which ruled in favor
of Argentina in 1994. By the terms of the 1991 treaty, the approximately 12,500 sq km of Campos
de Hielo Sur in the inhospitable Antarctic region were divided almost equally between the two
countries. However, pressure from nationalists in both countries delayed parliamentary approval.
The pact leaves Argentina without access to the Pacific Ocean and Chile without direct exit to
the Atlantic. On Dec. 10, 1996, a protocol was added to the treaty to clarify points raised by the
legislatures of both countries. It was signed in Santiago by Chilean Foreign Minister Jose Miguel
Insulza and his Argentine colleague, Guido Di Tella, in the presence of their respective presidents,
Eduardo Frei and Carlos Menem. The protocol stating that existing lines of maritime demarcation
and fluvial assets that arose within the disputed territory would not be superseded by the treaty was
proposed by lawmakers from both countries to speed up ratification.
Both Frei and Menem pointed out at that time that resolution of the conflict was a decisive step
towards forging closer ties between the two countries and an example of how two Latin American
nations can overcome their differences peacefully. Opposition to treaty continues in both nations In
Chile, the treaty was criticized by members of the right-wing opposition, some of whom said they
preferred a resolution determined by international arbitration. Opponents were caught off guard
and expressed indignation when Sen. Ignacio Perez Walker of the center-right Renovacion Nacional
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(RN) voted to ratify the treaty. Perez provided the swing vote on the five-person commission that
carried the measure. The RN had strongly opposed both the treaty and the follow-up protocol
signed last December. "I think this is beneficial for the future," said Perez in justifying his vote.
Nevertheless, the commission's approval drew harsh criticism from the right. "The public should
know that the government has carried out this vote in a precipitated and unilateral manner, without
appreciating or measuring the consequences," RN vice president Alberto Espinso said. The vice
president of the rightist Union Democrata Independiente (UDI), Hernan Larrain, also complained
about the rapidity with which the measure was brought to a vote. "I must lament this decision by a
majority in the commission, which has ceded part of Chilean territory," said Larrain.
Meanwhile, in Argentina, deputies who rejected the treaty, including several members of the
governing Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ), held that the 1991 treaty did not take into account the
prior 1881 border treaty that established the principle governing the way the common border was
determined. According to the Argentine critics, the line envisioned by the 1991 treaty cedes 1,056 sq
km of Argentine territory to Chile.
On the other hand, those in favor of ratification said that should the legislatures fail to ratify the
treaty, it would go to international arbitration and risk even more unfavorable resolution. Despite
objections, political leaders in both Chile and Argentina have been pushing for ratification so that
the treaty does not become an issue in the legislative election campaigns in both countries later
this year. Those supporting ratification have also pointed out that ratification would end pressure
on lawmakers by lobbyists for the arms industry on both sides of the border who, they said, are
looking for an excuse to increase weapons sales in the name of national defense. [Sources: United
Press International, 12/10/96; Reuter, 03/04/97; Clarin (Argentina), 03/05/97; EFE, 12/08/96, 12/10/96,
01/07/97, 01/25/97, 02/18/97, 03/12/97; El Mercurio (Chile), 03/12/97, 03/13/97; Estrategia (Chile), La
Epoca (Chile), 03/13/97]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

